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NOTES FGR QUERIES 
The Structural  Study of Myth, or  
Oedipus at  the Sorbonne 
1.0. There have been many approaches t o  myth. These fill our journals, 
and are a l l  wrong. The psychologists and psychoanalysts, the nature- 
mythologists, the  l inguis t s ,  %he c la s s i c i s t s ,  the  fo lk lor i s t s ,  the  anthro- 
pologists, and so on -- all of these scholars have attacked the  phenomenon 
i n  t h e i r  own ways, but each has misapprehended the subject. And some of 
them have not done so well otherwise, e i ther .  
1.1. I myself hes i ta te  t o  s e t  out the t r u t h  of the matter, inasmuch as 
my views have regularly been misunderstood i n  the past. But l e t  us s e t  
out, as i n  a symphony, not knowing where we are going t o  how we are  gett-  
ing there. We shal l  ret*n t o  t h i s  matter of a symphony l a t e r .  
2.0. Now, my own method i s  t o  take each myth and reduce it t o  i t s  ele- 
mentary absurdit ies- 2 do t h i s  by writing each absurdity down on a card. 
The cards I keep i n  neat stacks i n  my off ice  and i n  the homes of friends. 
2.1. hfy reader is wondering what I do with my cards. L e t  me instance an 
analogy from music. If some a l ien  spacemen i n  the  future  (bear with me 
here) should v i s i t  the  earth a f t e r  we should have disappeared, and should 
f ind  musical scores everywhere, they would naturdlly t r y  t o  make sense of 
them. Now t o  the symphony I promised you. After a while, i f  successful., 
they would rea l ize  t h a t  symphonic scores must be read not only from l e f t  
t o  r igh t ,  t h a t  i s  diachronically, but a l so  d o n g  the ve r t i ca l  axis, t ha t  
is ,  synchronically. Certainly myths axe no different .  
2.2. We could make the  same analogy with playing cards. But everyone 
haws t h a t  one already. 
2.3. To return t o  our own cards. These we give a rb i t ra ry  numbers to ,  so 
as not t o  r e f l e c t  our own bias.  We then t r e a t  them as we would a unilinear 
orchestral  score. For example, i f  we should encounter a sequence such as  
1, 2, 4, 6, 3, 4, 5, 1, 5, 7, 8, etc., wewould arrange the cards on.our 
desk or on the flbor (the place itself i s  not important), as follows: 
3.0. The implications of t h i s  fo r  the myth of Oedipus should be obvious. 
But l e t  us run through it anyway. The poss ib i l i t i e s  are i n  f a c t  endless, 
but I have found the following t o  be as good as any. 
Kadmos seeks h i s  The Spartoi k i l l  
s i s t e r  Europa. each other. 
Oedipus seeks 
Knowledge of h i s  
t rue  father  from 
the oracle. 
Oedipus seeks t o  
learn the secret  
of h i s  b i r th .  
Oedipus cleverly 
solves the r idd le  
of the  Sphinx. 
Oedipus cleverly 
solves the r idd le  
of t h i s  b i r th .  
The Sphinx kills 
herself .  
Oedipus blinds 
himself. 
Eteokles and 
Fol-ynikes k i l l  
each other. 
3.1. Now, if we were t e l l i n g  the myth we should go only across from l e f t  
t o  r igh t ,  moving from the  upper t o  the  lower courses. But i f  we want t o  
know the  meaning of the  myth, we must, l i k e  a musician, read each ve r t i ca l  
column as a uni t  while moving from l e f t  t o  r igh t :  again, the  t e l l i n g  para- 
l l e l  with orchestral  scores. The f i r s t  column obviously has t o  do with 
- -- 
seekers, and the  second with mutusl slaughter. The t h 6 d  contains clever 
riddle-solving, and the  last, se l f - inf l ic ted  harm. If you look closely, 
you w i l l  notice t h a t  the first and second columns are opposites of a sort .  
For in the former something desired i s  sought after, and i n  the  second 
something undesired i s  destroyed. Likewise i n  the l a s t  two columns. In 
the one the hero cleverly solves a mystery, but i n  the  other someone very 
unwisely does permanent 6arm t o  himself. It follows, then, t h a t  column 1 
- 
i s  t o  column 2 a s  column 3 i s  t o  column 4; tha t  is ,  something desired i s  t o  
something mdesired as something wise i s  t o  something foblish. Here w e  are 
a t  the very roots  of mythical thought. 
3.2. The ancient Greeks were apparently t rying t o  t e l l  us t h a t  seeking and 
r iddl ing must iaevi tably lead t o  violence. Their antique insight  may be 
neatly summed up in the following formula: or dip us) = m(other )c ( a t a s t r ~ ~ h e ) ~ .  
This economical formula may well prove t o  account for other phenomena, also. 
3-3. So myth offers  a resolution of a contradiction. We rnw suppose then 
that the  audience t o  t h i s  myth was pleased t o  have the  matter s e t t l ed  once 
and f o r  all. These were par t icu lar ly  the Thebans, whose myth it was a f t e r  
all . 
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